AS SUCCESSIVE humanitarian disaster relief efforts unfold across the television screen, only the most hard-hearted could fail to be moved by scenes of human misery and destruction. However, how many of us stop to consider the impact such disasters have on the animal populations of affected regions?
Disaster management is an expanding speciality within the veterinary profession. Until recently, veterinary relief had consisted of emergency aid or recovery interventions, most of which are based on little scientific fact.
Veterinarians with experience in disaster management are now starting to look at how their knowledge of animal health and husbandry, and of the interdependence between animals and owners, can be used to improve not only the lives of animals but also those of people affected by disaster.
WHAT IS A 'DISASTER'?
This question has challenged the humanitarian relief sector for years. There are several definitions of the word 'disaster', but the UN Office for the Coordination of Humanitarian Affairs defines it as 'an event that has occurred unexpectedly with destructive consequences ' (UN OCHA 2005) . The International Federation of Red Cross and Red Crescent Societies defines it as 'a calamitous event resulting in loss of life, great human suffering and distress, and large scale material damage' (IFRC 2005) . None of the international agencies take animals into account in their definitions.
Disasters can be divided into natural and man-made categories. They can also be classified according to scope (international, national or local), rate of onset (sudden or slow) and source.
Natural disasters
There are three broad categories of natural disaster:
floods, wave surges, storms, hurricanes, landslides, avalanches, fire and droughts. s Geophysical: tsunamis, earthquakes and volcanic eruptions. s Biological: epidemics and insect infestations.
Man-made disasters
Man-made disasters include fires, environmental contamination, industrial or chemical disasters, and disasters due to war, conflict or terrorism.
HANDLING EMERGENCIES
Disaster management may be approached in phases -or, in many regions, as a cycle of strategies. s Mitigation: the impact of disasters can be reduced before they strike, by building certain defences and implementing appropriate policies. Mitigation can be the most cost-effective intervention of all. s Preparedness: planning and public education in the face of pending disaster prepares people. s Response/emergency relief: the emergency phase of a disaster occurs within the first days or weeks following the actual event. s Recovery: actions are taken to restore the pre-disaster status quo and social structure.
Taking the lead: veterinary intervention in disaster relief

Current strategies
At present, most international disaster relief agencies concentrate solely on the human aspect of emergency relief. This may be understandable, or it may reflect a misunderstanding of the role that animals play in societies throughout the world. Such agencies do not take into account that the lives of many people throughout the world are inextricably intertwined with those of their livestock. Veterinary consultants only become involved after a disaster has taken place, so there is very little input from the veterinary profession to help mitigate disasters.
Several international organisations, including WSPA, the Humane Society of the United States and the International Fund for Animal Welfare, provide disaster relief teams with personnel to offer emergency veterinary aid and feed. Last year alone, veterinary interventions followed a series of disasters including the tsunami in south-east Asia; floods and, in some cases, mudslides in several countries; human conflict in the Sudan and the Middle East; droughts and famine in Niger and Mali; Hurricanes Katrina, Rita and Stan in the southern states of the USA; a major earthquake in Kashmir; and the eruption of El Salvador's largest volcano. Such interventions -although timely, necessary and undoubtedly humane -can only react to suffering and welfare issues that have already occurred. In such crises, animal health professionals can find themselves competing with humanitarian aid efforts for transport, personnel and materials. In some eyes, veterinary competition for such resources can be hard to justify.
Planning ahead
Disaster management teams are now starting to look at how veterinary interventions during the mitigation stage can reduce acute animal welfare problems. Many 'slow onset' disasters, such as drought and subsequent famine, can be mitigated to benefit both animals and humans. In Mongolia, for example, nomadic communities have been enabled to mitigate the effects of dzuds (extreme weather conditions, involving hot summers and cold winters), which had previously devastated the equine and livestock populations upon which they relied. Interventions by WSPA and Imperial College London have led to the production of horsedrawn grass-cutters, which the nomads now use to cut and store fodder for the animals wherever they find themselves.
The effects of more acute crises could be reduced by implementing long-term animal health policies and investing in appopriate infrastructure. Millions of heads of cattle, lost in recent years in South America, could have been saved if housing or pasture had been made available above the level of flooding.
This said, sudden major disasters, such as the tsunami in south-east Asia or the earthquake in Kashmir last year will always occur. These are true 'emergency' situations, in which little can be done to prevent loss of life and suffering. In such situations, the veterinary sector must continue to use not only its experience in rescue and disaster medicine but also its knowledge of livestock health, welfare and husbandry to help affected communities throughout their recovery.
WHAT CAN VETS DO?
Veterinary professionals can play two major roles in emergency management cycles. Firstly, they can offer traditional rescue and emergency services after disasters. They can join with humanitarian relief 
Seeing the bigger picture
The lives of animals may not be of equal importance to those of humans, but to dismiss the human-animal dynamic that exists at some level in all countries is to show a lack of understanding as to how most of the world lives. This is as true for the pastoralist in the Horn of Africa as it is for the dairy farmer in the UK or the pet owner in the USA.
Veterinarians are in a unique position to appreciate the true scope of a disaster. Due to our role in the societies in which we work, we can see how disasters affect all sectors of a community. We deal with animals and owners on a day-to-day basis and therefore, during a crisis situation, we can see the need to deal with the entire community, not just its human element.
efforts and follow up with recovery programmes; for example, to control dog populations.
Secondly, they can get involved in the mitigation and preparedness phases. With their knowledge of the epidemiology of endemic and postdisaster diseases, animal health and husbandry, nutrition and behaviour, vets, more than any other professionals, can make a vast contribution to improving the quality of life for both animals and their owners.
Offering traditional services is a reactive process, but it is a valuable and humane addition to relief efforts. To illustrate the second, more proactive role, however, consider the following two scenarios.
Refugee camps in Sudan
In 2003, about 14,000 donkeys walked into the Abushowk refugee camp in Darfur, Sudan. The animals were carrying not only their owners but also the worldly possessions of families displaced by conflict and droughts. According to the Society for the Protection of Animals Abroad (SPANA), after 18 months, the number of surviving donkeys had dropped to a heartbreaking 2300 (SPANA 2005) . A staggering 84 per cent had been allowed to die through lack of basic fodder.
For want of better collaboration between humanitarian aid and animal welfare agencies, the donkeys died an unnecessary and miserable death, while their owners lost what, in many cases, was their sole means of transport or of earning a living. Not only that, but it is recognised that once refugees lose their livestock, they are less likely to return home and their lives as refugees are perpetuated.
Following an intervention by SPANA, which provided fodder and veterinary care, the remaining animals in the Abushowk camp are in a position to survive until the time comes to return their owners back to their old lives. But what of animals at other refugee camps? Such situations represent a great opportunity for veterinary and animal welfare agencies to make a difference.
Hurricane Katrina in the USA
The situation that arose after Hurricane Katrina in the USA reflects the very different status animals in the West have from those in other societies. Emergency authorities now recognise the need to involve vets and animal welfare experts when devising disaster management strategies.
During the evacuation of New Orleans, residents were told there was no possibility of taking their pets with them into shelters. In Louisiana, up to 200,000 animals needed to be evacuated from their homes. Of these, 100,000 were, somehow, removed from their homes by their owners. It has been estimated that up to half the remaining animals died while thousands of others were displaced and cannot be reunited with their owners.
The 'no pets' rule slowed the evacuation down. When Hurricane Rita struck a few weeks later, lessons had already been learnt and residents were given permission to take their pets with them to shelter sites. Authorities reported an increased and speedy response to evacuation.
After Katrina, animal needs are being recognised by the US government as high up as Congress level. Future mitigation and preparedness plans in every state are to include an animal health and welfare component, to prevent a repetition of the anguish and suffering experienced by owners and animals. Veterinary surgeons in the USA are now in the forefront of developing legislation to include policies on mitigation, preparedness and recovery so that animals will be protected by law when disasters strike.
PRACTICAL STEPS FORWARD
For veterinary surgeons already involved in disaster relief, there is an almost unanimous belief that the greatest improvement that could be made to animal welfare lies in the mitigation and preparedness stages of disaster management. To the uninitiated, this may seem a strange conclusion -so many people outside the profession see us only as 'emergency' workers. Of course, there are always rescues and first aid treatments to be carried out, together with the euthanasia of extreme cases of trauma or malnutrition; and feed, water, prophylactic drugs and vaccinations, and shelter will always be required during emergency relief efforts. However, long onset disasters such as droughts and subsequent famines offer the profession much more of a challenge -and an opportunity to make a real difference to the animals and humans involved. Initial research shows that targeted feeding of certain animals in a community, together with prophylactic vaccination against endemic disease, keeps communities together and leaves them with viable breeding stock at the end of crises.
So, what practical factors can the veterinary profession offer in longterm disaster management?
Mitigation
Veterinary surgeons can play a valuable role in the mitigation phasewith their knowledge of endemic diseases, husbandry, biosecurity and health and welfare.
They can help to ensure that governments work to mitigate any disasters likely to occur in their region. Hundreds of thousands of cattle could be saved in South America every year, if governments could be persuaded to help farmers to house animals appropriately. Prophylactic vaccinations could help animals in regions such as India where flooding is an annual problem, and subsequent waterborne diseases such as leptospirosis cause much hardship and economic loss.
Research on key animals
The veterinary profession needs to undertake research that will produce the data needed to persuade international aid agencies that the animalhuman interdependence issue is a serious one. Targeted care of animals within a community can avoid pushing the human component of a society into famine, but facts and figures are needed to substantiate such claims.
Lobbying
Veterinary organisations need to lobby for more dialogue between 
Relying on each other
To give aid solely to the human sector of a community, without considering the needs of the animals upon which it depends for food, milk, clothing and money, is counterproductive. How can refugees return home without a means of transport? Without draught animals, how are families, often made up of women and children, to make a living?
In many cultures, animals are as intrinsic a part of the family unit as the children which parents struggle to raise to adulthood. It is a mistake to judge all communities by Western standards: equine draught animals are often more valued than less significant, human members of a family. This may be unpalatable to Western ears, but is nonetheless true. The work of one animal may often be responsible for putting food on the table for an extended family of up to 30 people. Helping a family to survive, while allowing their only means of income to perish, does not add up. Humanitarian aid agencies would do well to take this into account when faced with future emergencies involving humans and animals.
In Practice q J A N U A R Y 2006 51 international relief organisations, governments and animal welfare charities. Organisations such as the World Health Organization, the UN Food and Agriculture Organization and the UK Department for International Development are slowly starting to accept that the veterinary profession is a source of individuals with the broad experience and knowledge that could mitigate human as well as animal crises. By working together, we can strengthen humanitarian aid efforts rather than lessen them.
'Be prepared'
Preparation should include involving local vets and animal health officials in prophylactic vaccination, worming and husbandry programmes.
In developed countries, vets must lobby national and local governments to ensure animals are taken into account when plans are being drawn up, ahead of an event. Leaving them to be dealt with by teams working on the ground is unrealistic and is bound to fail. Practising vets should also endeavour to make clients understand the simple tasks that can be undertaken before or during a disaster to make sure their animals survive and are not separated from their families.
Advising on livestock
In many situations, the survival of livestock is crucial for the survival of the human population after a disaster. The people clinging to survive in the mountains of Kashmir this winter depend on their animals to get them through. Restocking, and maintaining viable breeding stocks, will be vital to such regions in the coming years.
Veterinary advice and intervention on such issues are crucial. Often, inappropriate restocking ends in further hardships for humans and welfare implications for animals.
LEADING THE WAY
The evolving sphere of disaster management is offering the veterinary profession an opportunity to take a leading role not only in animal welfare but in humanitarian efforts as well.
As vets, we are in a position to understand the issues surrounding disease epidemiology, nutritional and behavioural aspects of animal management, as well as husbandry methods for increasing productivity and viability. What other profession can offer such a diverse range of expertise? We must be brave, stand up and be counted, and push ourselves forward as animal health experts. There are too many people without veterinary training or experience who will be only too happy to take the lead if we fail to show the way.
